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One day in November 2006, shortly after Chen Liangyu (陳良宇), the then Shanghai Municipal 
Party Secretary, was ousted on corruption charges, the executive editor-in-chief of Financial 
Digest, a Hong Kong-based magazine, immediately flied to Shanghai and interviewed me. In 
the beginning of the interview article titled with Shanghai: The transmutation and Return of 
Adventurism, I confessed that I didn’t have a good National Holiday and felt losing face 
because of the scandal about the head of Shanghai 1). What happened next made the people 
of Shanghai even more shameful. The following two party secretaries, were both dispatched 
from the central authority, and neither had former connection with Shanghai in their career 
as well as private lives. In the past three decades, most of the municipal leaders made their 
political career in Shanghai, and were later promoted to Beijing one after another in the 
1990s as core members of the third generation of the Chinese leadership. Starting from Jiang 
Zemin (江澤民) and followed by Zhu Rongji (朱 基), the so-called Shanghai clique brought 
Shanghai up to an unprecedented level in the contemporary Chinese political system. This 
had indeed gained face for the majority of the Shanghainese, although the political changes 
in Shanghai have little to do with the lives of ordinary people, nor with those of scholars like 
me. Regarding to the characters of the Shanghainese people, the face perception is good 
access.
Both grassroots and elite Shanghainese are sensitive to everything that is regarded as a 
matter of honor or humiliation, though it’s not directly related to their own lives. This seems 
not consistent with the pragmatic and shrewd characters of the Shanghainese people. As 
writer Mu Xin  (木心) stated, “the Shanghainese people run out of all their ingenuity and 
intelligence in carefully weighing ‘worth or not’ (格算，不格算)” 2). Being sharp and to the 
point, Mu Xin also said, to establish oneself  in the metropolis of  Shanghai, the most 
important thing for the Shanghainese people is to have “background (牌 ), manner (派 ) 
and gimmick (噱 )”. Even the most ordinary Shanghainese would take their relatives and 
friends from the countryside to the Bund, Nanjing Road and Avenue Joffre, not to mention 
the grandiosity of the notables in Shanghai. All these places belong to the concession area in 
―　　―
the past, exhibiting world’s architectures and displaying a scene of feasting and revelry, 
which has nothing to do with ordinary lives of the Shanghainese people. However, despite of 
their humble, underclass status, the Shanghainese people would still define the most dazzling, 
glamorous and westernized sceneries in the city as the image of Shanghai, and identify with 
this image which vastly differs from their own daily experiences, thereby obtaining a 
collective narcissism and self-affirmation of the Shanghainese. As time changes, the former 
Avenue Joffre is now renamed as Huaihai Road. But the Shanghainese people and their 
identification with the history have continued. Shanghainese of my generation who was born 
after the founding of New China and grew up in the socialist era all enjoy flaunting the 
Bund and the French Concession to others. Such flaunting almost becomes a preference of 
the Shanghainese people – or even a common problem to a certain extent – what kind of 
urban spirit does it embody? How is this related to the focus of this forum: place identity? 
What kind of urban forces and processes have shaped the self-image of the Shanghainese ? Is 
this image constant or dynamic? Nearly 175 years passed since Shanghai opened its 
commercial port, through three dynasties including late Qing Dynasty, the Republic of China 
and the People’s Republic of China. Even in the era of the New China, Shanghai has played 
two distinct roles as a city: being a model of the planned economy in the first three decades 
and the dragon head of the market economy for the second thirty years. Over the years, it 
emerged into prominence in times of crisis, and had its ups and downs. Therefore, the topic 
of the Shanghainese people and their identity requires multi-dimensional analysis including 
history, society, politics and space, which are the main questions of this paper. 
Shanghainese/ Bumpkins
When meeting someone for the first time, the first thing a Shanghainese would do is to 
classify him/her as a Shanghainese or non-Shanghainese, with the latter equivalent of 
bumpkins. Therefore, in the eyes of the Shanghainese people, there are only two categories in 
China, Shanghainese and bumpkins. Shanghainese are pretty accurate in distinguishing 
bumpkins, so they call people bumpkins thoughtlessly. Interestingly, to a non-Shanghainese, 
it is as easy to identify the Shanghainese people as the other way around, not only because 
they speak Shanghainese dialect everywhere they go in a loud voice as if  no one else were 
around, but also the way they dress, behave and get things done, as well as their sensitivity to 
and pursuit for rationality. If  a bus is too crowded to have the doors closed, passengers in 
Shanghai will surely join the driver and conductor in persuading those who are stuck at the 
doors into getting off  and waiting for the next bus, or those who fail to squeeze on will give 
a push to help close the doors. Neither would happen in Beijing. On the contrary, people 
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would just waste time in a stalemate until the next bus arrives, when those blocking off  the 
doors get off  unhurriedly and take the next bus 3). When I was studying in Beijing Normal 
University in 1978, on the very first day of my arrival, I went to buy some crisp cakes in the 
university shop. The salesperson first weighed the cakes with a scale, and then wrapped them 
with paper and thread. Seeing her time-and-effort consuming way, I couldn’t help asking 
why you didn’t charge by numbers and prepare paper bags beforehand. The salesperson 
didn’t answer my question; instead, she asked if  I was from Shanghai. She mentioned that 
she had received the same advice from many others, all Shanghainese. I couldn’t understand 
why they didn’t adopt such a simple improvement, and at the same time was amazed by 
Shanghainese students being “so fond of teaching others”. In the eyes of non-Shanghainese, 
there are n+1 types of  people in China, the unique one being Shanghainese. As the 
Shanghainese people easily call others bumpkins, it allows non-Shanghainese to recognize 
the Shanghainese people as well as to assess them – needless to say, most of the assessments 
are negative. Using the story of Li Hongzhang (李鴻章) 4)  as an example, Shanghai’s scholar 
Xu Jilin  (許紀霖) said that “Shanghainese” and “Chinese” sometimes is a pair of conflicting 
concepts. As the story goes, Li Hongzhang highly appreciated Li Pingshu(李平書), a local 
elite in Shanghai, and gave him his highest appraisal by saying that “you do not like a typical 
Shanghainese!” Hence, Mr. Xu asserted that the Shanghainese identity is a rather 
unconventional concept to the Chinese people 5). As a Shanghainese, I have been often 
commented as “untypical Shanghainese”. I know this is a compliment, but I could hardly 
agree with such a denial way to express the acceptance of a Shanghainese, because I am also 
referred to as a typical Shanghainese by many people who earnestly appreciated me. There 
are as abundant reasons for the Shanghainese people to be praised and admired as those to 
be disgusted by other Chinese people out of Shanghai. Nevertheless, whether being disgusted 
or appreciated, the Shanghainese people must be a group that draws most jealousy and is 
most identifiable. In other words, the identity of  Shanghainese is most evident to both 
Shanghainese and non-Shanghainese. Why? Let’s examine the reasons at great length. 
It’s difficult to prove when the Shanghainese people started to call non-Shanghainese 
bumpkins – some believe it was in the end of  Qing Dynasty, while others say the early 
Republic of China – in any case, there was a time when people who swarmed into Shanghai 
were either foreigners or rustics. As Wang Anyi  (王安憶), a local writer, depicted the initial 
arrival of rustics in Shanghai, “then there came a flock of homeless but vagarious tramps 
who abandoned their land voluntarily or involuntarily. None of  them were good, 
conventional Chinese peasants that had been cultivated by China’s thousands of years of 
civilization. They had nothing but the courage to try their luck in this Paradise of 
―　　―
Adventurers.” 6) She is right. Adventurers in Shanghai were more than foreign rogues or 
peasants, but also – as seen from the most influential mass media in the end of the 19 th 
Century, The Illustrated Lithographer (《 點 石 齋 畫 報 》) – criminals who fled to the 
concession in order to evade local penalty; non-criminals who were not accepted by local 
morals; people who were abducted to Shanghai; refugees of war; as well as a variety of 
people seeking for opportunities for development. The first group of people who came to 
Shanghai made their own way through manual work, business or speculation. Once they cast 
off  their old rustic selves, and looked at the steady flow of all kinds of people into Shanghai, 
everyone became a bumpkin in their eyes. Annoying as it is of the Shanghainese people to 
call others bumpkin, they are pretty close to the truth. The first century since Shanghai 
opened its commercial port saw a hundred years of turmoil and chaos of war, in which 
China became a colony or semi-colony. With continuing internal revolts and foreign 
invasions, all business languished and rural areas went bankruptcy, pushing peasants and 
refugees flooded into “the metropolis of Shanghai” for the hope to survive. Overwhelmed by 
the bizarre and modern world and at a loss, it was quite natural that these rural people were 
despised by the Shanghainese people who came from the countryside years ago. What is 
magic about Shanghai is that, before long the new bumpkins also became members of the 
Shanghainese people, and soon it was their turn to denounce new immigrants “bumpkins”. 
Whatever background s/he had, everyone who came to Shanghai viewed it as a land of 
opportunities; however humble one’s desire was, s/he could make a living in Shanghai. And 
among the most ambitious immigrants, quite a number became big shots. In all cases – 
successful as tycoons of kerosene, cotton cloth and other industries, or humble as a clerk 
with a meager salary and a pedicab driver making a living by manual labor work – batches 
of country folks became Shanghainese. “Soon after arriving in Shanghai, the dumbest gets 
smart, the most honest gets cunning, and the oddest gets pretty. A girl with a running nose 
can turn into a beauty with curly hair, while a single-eyelid and pug-nosed lady will be 
transformed into a graceful and elegant madame.” 7) Now it seems clear that calling others a 
bumpkin reflects one’s identification with Shanghai while being called a bumpkin means his/
her aspiration for Shanghai, thus shaping and enhancing the self-image of the Shanghainese 
people What force could quickly and effectively transform a bumpkin into a Shanghainese? 
What’s the relationship between the identification of Shanghainese and the city of Shanghai?
The Concession and The Shanghainese People
Just as the modern history of  Shanghai started from the concession, the self-image of 
Shanghainese and the city spirit of  Shanghai could not grow without the concession. 
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Shanghai’s scholar and writer, Yu Qiuyu (余秋雨)  believed that the mental character of the 
Shanghainese civilization was originated from the permissive cultural pursuits in its history 
of  international exchanges 8); Xu Jilin remarked that the self-identification of  the 
Shanghainese people was established in the process of globalization 9) ; while Tu Weiming(杜
明) defined the Shanghai value as characteristic of Shanghai Style (海派) (or even pidgin), 
including a sense of reality (but not necessarily a sense of history), an oceanic perspective (海
洋 域) (but not necessarily a continental perspective), as well as a broad mind to make 
friends and learn from the world 10). Though none of the above scholars mentioned anything 
about the concession, words like “history of  international exchanges”, “the process of 
globalization” and “oceanic perspective” are all related to the history, development and 
perspective of the concession. Instead of an unintentional ignorance, they didn’t mention the 
concession on purpose, as it bears the imprint of colonialism. Concession meant a stigma to 
the Chinese people and twofold humiliations to Sun Yet-sen(孫中山)– loss of sovereignty; 
and the Chinese community being inferior to the concession in every aspect – and the latter 
made him even more humiliated 11). Among all that have made Shanghai and its citizens 
unique from the rest of  China, the concession has played the most significant role, as 
historian Tang Zhenchang(唐振常) believed. “Many cities across China had concessions, and 
Tianjin alone had as many as eight. Why has the concession in Shanghai been most 
significant and influential? The reason lies in the fact that among all the treaty ports, 
Shanghai got most of  the attention from the western powers. The political structure 
consisting of executive, legislative, judicial administrations in the Shanghai concession was 
the most complete and powerful in all similar concessions. What’s more, the population of 
westerners in Shanghai was far more than that of  any other treaty port, investing and 
establishing much more enterprises. Therefore, the interests of the westerners were closely 
bound up with Shanghai, and they exerted most effort on the development of Shanghai.” 12)
The acceptance of foreigners and concession by the Shanghainese people was above all a 
result of the western material civilization and municipal services that were first introduced to 
the concession area. Things like running water, electric light, telephone, gas, sewage treatment 
system, fire service, park, public transportation and others were never heard before in 
Chinese cities. The Shanghainese people have been widely recognized as most materialistic in 
modern China, which was well-grounded. Immigrants came to the concession area either for 
a living or for new opportunities, and therefore differed from the scholar-bureaucrats who 
were committed to protecting Chinese traditions. The first and foremost reason for 
Shanghainese to regard themselves as superior than bumpkins of  other parts was the 
material civilization of Shanghai. Recognizing the material civilization in the concession, 
―　　―
they gradually subscribed to the culture in the concession. Curious about the western culture, 
Chinese people living in the concession began to dabble in and finally practiced with 
enthusiasm. The Illustrated Lithographer recorded how keen the Chinese living in concession 
were on horse racing, circus and other various sport activities organized by foreigners. On 
the occasions of grand celebrations organized by the concession authorities, like celebrations 
for the French National Day or the British Queen’s Birthday, streets were packed and the 
whole city turned out. In 1893 when the 50 th anniversary of the opening of Shanghai port 
was held in the concession area, Chinese businessmen originally from different parts of China 
took an active part in the celebration, making lanterns and parading while beating drums and 
gongs. The next year during Empress Dowager Cixi’ (慈喜) s birthday celebration, neither 
merchants nor common citizens were as enthusiastic as the year before 13). As Yu Qiuyu 
remarked, the Shanghainese people “worship but do not have blind faith in foreign things”. 
In my opinion, this was quite a moderate comment. In at least more than half  a century, 
citizens in Shanghai had neither explicit political awareness nor nationalist appeal. However, 
on the other hand, it was in the concession of Shanghai “that for the first time on a large 
scale there conceived operational mechanisms of modern societies, including market rules, 
freedom and diversity, public governance, among the others, which were missing throughout 
China’ history; and that for the first time on a large scale there fostered the market 
consciousness, contract consciousness, consciousness of rule-of-law, citizen consciousness 
and public consciousness.” 14) The prosperity of the concession area, as many critics viewed, 
was the “the Flower of Evil” that bloomed in an inviting way. Nevertheless, it did become a 
long-lasting sauce for the identification with the city of the Shanghainese people – or the 
ordinary Shanghainese, although concession and related symbols were thoroughly criticized 
and cleared away as a sign of colonialism and a national humiliation to the sovereignty after 
1949 under the socialist discourse, including the closure of racecourses. However, deep in the 
consciousness of  the Shanghainese people, their concession identity and the concession 
complex has never completely disappeared. The Shanghai nostalgia since the 1990s is simply 
the fondness for the metropolis infested by foreign adventurers.
Socialism and the Shanghainese People
The identity of Shanghainese used to come from the concession at the colonial time. The 
liberation of Shanghai in 1949 overwrote the world in which Shanghainese had been living. 
As described by Pamela Yatsko, “Foreigners left and the local elite fled. New communist rulers 
rounded up prostitutes, forbade horse racing, and closed cabarets, relegating Old Shanghai’s 
legendary decadence to history. Political movements aimed at eradicating any vestiges of the 
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city’s former bourgeois lifestyle and capitalist ways shaped a socialist city. 15) ” The victory by 
Mao Tse-tung  (毛澤東) and the Chinese Communist Party was to fundamentally transform 
the life style of the Shanghainese people. Its exotic culture, spaces with colonial marks, as well 
as concession elements and institutions that used to shape the Shanghai identity, were all faced 
with the fate of eradication, as shown in the closure of racecourses and the Paramount Hall. 
The practice of Americanism in Shanghai must be stopped, which was the goal for the self-
education and ideological transformation campaign among intellectuals in 1950s. Gone were 
the Russians who brought exoticness and romance to the Shanghai concession area, the 
imperialists who used to rule Shanghai, as well as large number of capitalists. In short, all 
elements of the old colony and concession that contributed to the identity of Shanghainese 
were eliminated in the name of socialist revolution. 
On the other hand, the socialist urban development strategy essentially changed the 
original historical path of Shanghai. Firstly, the whole nation followed the USSR way of 
centralized command economy, with all dominant power and organizations concentrated in 
Beijing. Shanghai not only lost its status as a world-class finance and trade centre as well as 
China’s economic centre, but also its former status as an autonomous and unrestricted city. 
Secondly, China prioritized the development of  heavy industry in order to establish an 
independent socialist industrial system. Under this strategy, the Shanghai industrial structure 
was readjusted from service-and-light-industry-dominated into comprehensive industries with 
the priority to heavy industry. Gradually the consumption-oriented city of Shanghai turned 
into a manufacture-oriented one, and its former prosperous business culture began to decline. 
Thirdly, the national strategy gave priority to the development of the hinterland. As a result, 
Shanghai got no financial support from the state; on the contrary, it became the eldest son 
of the People’s Republic of China, making greatest contribution to the state revenue and 
supports to the development of the hinterland. The state will overwhelmed the individual 
will, and collective interests took precedence over the smart calculation of  individual 
interests. No wonder Tu Weiming remarked that the Shanghainese people of  that time 
suffered from injustice.
As the revolution transformed the unconventional Shanghai into a normal city in the 
socialist China, the opposition between Shanghainese and non-Shanghainese was supposed 
to dissolve. However, not only was the Shanghaines people’s identification with its own city 
kept in the three decades of the socialist urban development, but also it grew even stronger 
and more self-conscious. How did this become possible? Firstly, as the planned economy 
closed the door of Shanghai, Shanghai was no longer an immigrant city, thus not only losing 
the source of the city’s dynamics, but also terminating the constant flow of population in the 
―　　―
old Shanghai. From then on, the Shanghainese people settled down, and their regionalism 
was solidified and strengthened, unfortunately in a least ambitious way which shaped a self-
satisfied identity of the Shanghainese people. The abnormal structural of the consciousness 
of  Shanghainese also contributed to their perceived superiority. Secondly, the close of 
Shanghai was relative – only to the immigration to Shanghai, and it has never stopped 
Shanghainese from emigration. The socialist Shanghai belonged to the socialist China as a 
piece of the national chess game on the whole. Instead of individual behavior, emigration of 
Shanghainese was a state behavior as Shanghai’s response to the State’s long-term call to 
support the hinterland and frontier areas in the era of planned economy. Among all big 
cities in China, Shanghai sent out the largest number of professionals and factory worker. In 
thirty years, with 300 factories and over 1 million workers and technicians moving into the 
hinterland, the population growth from migration for Shanghai kept negative for 20 years.16) 
Wherever they went, Shanghainese saw everything – from economy and culture to urban 
architectures and municipal infrastructure – backward compared with their hometown. Very 
few Shanghainese would settle down outside Shanghai. The advancedness of Shanghai in 
contrast with the backwardness of other places gave support to their combined feelings of 
lost and superiority – lost because of leaving Shanghai, superior as a Shanghainese over non-
Shanghainese, i.e., bumpkins. The identity of Shanhainese was solidified by the Shanghainese 
in Shanghai, and enhanced by millions of  Shanghainese outside Shanghai. By this, the 
contrast between Shanghainese and bumpkins now spread to the nationwide. Thirdly, 
although Shanghai lost its glory in the old time, it soon gained new capitals to pick up its 
glory under the new system. In the thirty years, the economy of Shanghai won 10 first places 
across the country, in which its total industrial output accounted for one eighth of  the 
national volume, its export value a quarter, and revenue one sixth. Besides, Shanghai 
contributed most technical support to the country. The arrogance and proudness of 
Shanghainese naturally invited much jealousy, but products made in Shanghai were 
welcomed by people across the country without exception. The identity and consciousness of 
Shanghainese was self-acknowledged and enhanced in the implementation of these socialist 
justice policies to decrease regional differences. As Yang Dongping (楊東平)  put it, for over 
thirty years, Shanghai remained as a synonym of affluence, prosperity, fashion, modern, 
civilization and excellence. “Anywhere in the country you found Shanghainese, they would 
strut about put on air. No matter where they were, you could hear them speaking 
Shanghainese in a loud voice as if  no one else were around. People from other parts of 
China showed Shanghainese traditional respect, acted modestly around them, and were 
jealous of them.”17) In the transition from a treaty port opened by western powers using 
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forces to a socialist Shanghai, the Shanghainese people displayed high flexibility. “The 
competence, adaptability, and obedience that the Shanghainese had nurtured under foreign 
occupation severed them well under their new Communists masters, helping to turn capitalist 
Shanghai into a model of state planning.” 18) 
“Shanghai” in the Mental Map of Shanghainese
The identity of Shanghainese has a spacial definition. Non-Shanghainese is called bumpkin 
by Shanghainese, and so are people live beyond the 80 square kilometers of territory, which 
was the center of Shanghai before 1949. It was in the highly dense and compact inner city 
that the Shanghainese people learnt the civilized urban life of  metropolis Shanghai. 
Everything about modern civilization could be found in the inner city. To the Shanghainese 
people, once out of this urban gravity circle, it meant to be out of Shanghai, i.e. rural areas. 
Shanghai fostered large numbers of citizen or petty bourgeois, but the civic life of Shanghai 
was bred and grown in Shikumen (house with stone framed gate) alleys in the old concession 
areas. As Shanghai’s scholar, Zhu Dake(朱大可) put it, “it was hardly imagined that the 
narrow Shikumen has accommodated two thirds of the citizens of Shanghai, embracing 
bankrupted capitalists, brokers, craftsmen, petty bourgeois, traditional intellectuals, college 
students, rural refuges, plug-uglys, dancing girls or prostitutes, and all kinds of complicated 
social germs. It sprawled in the business and geographical centre of the city (the concession), 
and became the secret cradle to shape the ideologies of  ordinary Shanghai people.” 19) 
Nowhere else out of  the alleys in Shanghai could seek for and accommodate the petty 
bourgeois of Shanghai. Even the stinginess, sensitivity and shrewdness of Shanghainese are 
related to the fact that they live in very poky spaces. “Since Shanghainese dwelled in alleys, 
they had to conduct a Buddhism ceremony within a nut-shell, and fought by all means with 
neighbors just for one or two inches of  space. Because of  these, they were mocked and 
disdained by people around the country. But was Shanghainese to be blamed for their 
stinginess? The sensitivity and shrewdness on space of  Shanghainese are their abilities 
developed in response to the narrow environment. They are not instinct, but skill.” 20) 
Although squatter settlements are regarded as the bad part of the town (xia zhi jiao, 下只
角) or even the worst part of the town, they do not belong to the rural area, but still part of 
Shanghai. The Shanghainese people look down upon squatter settlements, not only for the 
shabbiness of the area which makes them lose face, but also for the residents of the area, the 
Northern Jiangsu people, who are the most discriminated group of all Shanghainese and are 
not regarded as authentic Shanghainese. They are distinguished first by the Shanghainese 
dialect. In the eyes of Shanghainese, the Northern Jiangsu dialect is not the language a 
―　　―
Shanghainese should speak. Therefore, descendants of the Northern Jiangsu people speak 
their own dialect with family members and neighbors at home, but once out of their squatter 
settlements, they will make sure to speak Shanghainese and try best to conceal their accent. 
Another difference lies in occupation. The Northern Jiangsu people are mostly engaged in 
jobs like dockworkers, pedicab drivers, back-rubbers and pedicure workers in bathhouses and 
barbers. It is said that immigrants from three places are most powerful in Shanghai, Ningbo, 
Guangdong and Northern Jiangsu 21). The power of the Northern Jiangsu people lies in its 
big population, which amounted to one million soon after the liberation of Shanghai. This 
enabled them to occupy almost all the heavy labor work in Shanghai. Though at the bottom 
of the society, they are the most solidary group of people, for the sake to protect themselves 
against discriminations. Despite of that, the Northern Jiangsu people do not wish to wear 
that label as it’s a stigmatized label of identity. Instead, they all wish to get out of their 
ghetto and get rid of their identity as Northern Jiangsu people 22). They work hard to learn 
the Shanghainese dialect and make efforts to speak like a native, without any accent.   
During the massive reallocation accompanied with the renovation project of the old town 
since 1990s, millions of Shanghainese citizens took farewell to their alley neighborhood – 
and essentially, to the city of Shanghai, to the urban space that has forged the envied, hated, 
extolled and imitated personality of  the Shanghainese people, and to the root of  their 
identity. People left their roots in villages, came to Shanghai more than a century ago, and 
eventually settled down in Shanghai as part of the Shanghainese community. In the large-
scale population transfer within Shanghai in 1990s, the Shanghainese residents of the alley 
neighborhoods had to leave their roots again. I was worried that the distinct characters and 
personalities of the Shanghainese people which they take pride in would disappear in the 
process. The residential spaces where the Shanghainese dwell nowadays are much better than 
the previous Shikumen residents, in terms of space area and facilities. But none of the spaces 
for flirting, chatting and playing has remained, and therefore, the behavior, appearance, face 
and gimmicks of the Shanghainese lost audience and bravos. Shanghainese who have moved 
out of “Shanghai” to the countryside will form their new self-image and self-imagination, but 
the one that has been familiar to us is doomed to extinct. People who left the city centre have 
already settled down in new urban areas, and have lived there over one generation. Rarely 
visiting Nanjing Road, Huaihai Road or People’s Square, they are used to Lianhua(聯華) 
and Hualian(華聯) Supermarkets adjacent to their home, as well as Auchan and RT-Mart. 
But even to date, they keep stiffly regarding themselves living in the rural area, and 
reluctantly live up with the fact that they have become part of  the rural people. As the 
typical Shanghainese alley life, Sanyansheng (三陽盛)  Grocery Store, Xiqu Lao Dafang (西
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區老大房a local bakery) and other memories get fading, what kind of Shanghainese will they 
regard themselves? Are they worse off  than some but better off  than many? Anyhow, less or 
even no more do Shanghainese blatantly seek publicity, gaze round, imitate each other or 
carry out social interactions through underlying competition in the neighborhood. People do 
not compare and compete with neighbors any longer, nor do they continue to learn and 
follow the trends, or keep fashionable and stylish as a Shanghainese. In my eyes, 
Shanghainese as a particular group – a group that easily call others bumpkins – is dying 
away.
The Old Shanghai Nostalgia as an Urban Identity for Elites not for Com-
mon people
As historian Xiong Yuezhi(熊月之) believed, the continuing and overwhelming trend of the 
old Shanghai nostalgia since the 1990s is an imagined product of the new wave of China’s 
urbanization. After all, the abundant materials for the Shanghai identity and interpretation 
come from the old metropolis infested by foreign adventurers. “Therefore, Shanghai turns 
into an exotic place for the imagination and reflection of  a variety of  experiences and 
emotions” 23). The most widely cited interpretation of “Shanghai Nostalgia” was given by 
historian Lu Hanchao(盧漢超). According to him, “Old Shanghai” as a kind of nostalgia 
takes on special meanings. “Unlike nostalgia that in most cases rejects mainstream culture, 
the nostalgia for ‘Old Shanghai’ is part of it. Unlike nostalgia that usually protests about the 
present, the nostalgia for ‘Old Shanghai’ celebrates it. Unlike nostalgia that is commonly 
negative, dispirited and withdrawn, the nostalgia for ‘Old Shanghai’ is positive, spirited, and 
receptive” 24). What has been reiterated in the account of Shanghai nostalgia is everything 
about the old metropolis infested by foreign adventurer. On one hand, this indicated the fact 
that the thirty years of  revolutionary ideology had not swept off  the foreign metropolis 
culture complex deep in the consciousness of the Shanghainese people. On the other hand, as 
Xiong Yuezhi stated, “to many old Shanghainese or people with an intense Shanghai complex, 
the future means the past” 25). However, the nostalgia has been selective, as sharply criticized 
by Shanghai’s scholar Wang Xiaoming(王曉明), “the nostalgia focused on Shanghai as a 
foreign metropolis only, but intentionally or unintentionally ignored the Shanghainese petty 
bourgeois in the alley neighborhood, the workers community on the banks of Suzhou Creek, 
and the ghetto areas of Shanghai”. The ideology of nostalgia was from the very beginning 
pre-colonial, without any criticism on colonialism or alertness to post-colonialism. It’s an 
elite campaign and has nothing to do with the subject of the identity mentioned above, the 
Shanghainese, who has faded away from the core front of the Shanghainese identity in the 
―　　―
wave of massive urban development characteristic of demolishing Shikumen and the alley 
society. Over a generation, voices of the Shanghaines petty bourgeoisie were no longer heard, 
and these petty bourgeoisies have gradually lost their old characters. Gone were the key 
factors for the identity of the Shanghainese people – residence in the downtown, citizen 
space, and the uniqueness of the modern civilization for which Shanghainese were inflated 
with pride. As I wrote in one essay about Shanghai nostalgia: 
  The Shanghai nostalgia, which first appeared in literature, arts, films and TV serials in 
1990s, soon became renowned and popular in Xintiandi, Tianzifang and other projects with 
a selling point of Shikumen and made its way in the renovation of the old town and the 
construction of urban landscapes. Nevertheless, I still believe that it is just an elite 
campaign and has nothing to do with the daily lives of ordinary Shanghainess. Our memory 
of the city received no response from the citizens as a result of the expectation to the 
rejuvenation due to the massive production of  alley images. In the “Old Shanghai 
nostalgia” aimed at regaining or resuming the collective memories, the collective has been 
missing. Why did most people keep silence about their alley life? Was it because they had 
nothing to say or because no one listened to their past? I feel worried that, with the absence 
of a folk narrative in the sense of sociography, the Shanghai nostalgia would end up with a 
“memory rejuvenation” of a small number of people, instead of reproducing the collective 
awareness of the Shanghainese people which was shaped by the alley world. The conditions 
of the citizens in Shanhgai probably have already fallen apart.      
In his public lecture at Fudan University titled with Gossips about Shanghainese, painter 
and writer Chen Danqing(陳丹青) mentioned that on today’s streets in Shanghai, one can no 
more see capitalists, the working class or rogues who can straight everything out. Without 
these big shots of the time, Shanghai is no longer the old great metropolis 26). To add one 
more point, without the Shanghainese petty bourgeoisies who easily call others bumpkins, 
“our Shanghai” that could remold bumpkins, cherish the earnest worldly pursuit and was full 
of shrewd calculations is also gone. The urban identity of the Shanghainess people possibly 
needs to be resumed by a new emerging middle class. 
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